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Summary of reasons for decision: 

'Last Exit to Brooklyn' is a novel by American author Hubert Selby, Jr. It was first published in 
1964 to high praise from critics and writers but caused significant controversy because of its 
frank and unyielding presentation of lower-class life in the Brooklyn waterfront neighbourhood 
of 1950s New York City. Last Exit to Brooklyn is an episodic narrative, divided into six parts that 
can be read separately. It uses idiosyncratic grammar and prose that reflect the nature and 
vernacular of the characters. The publication has considerable literary, social and cultural 
importance as one of the early transgressive works of the counterculture movement of the 1960s. 


The book has been classified twice in the past. The Indecent Publications Tribunal (IPT) made it 
"Indecent except in the hands of adults engaged in work or research in sociological and related 






fields" on 1 November 1967 (ITP 67-57). A subsequent classification was made in a decision 
dated 24 March 1971 after an application was made by the original publishers of the book. The 
ITP made the book available to adults and stated "We attach weight to the view expressed by 
counsel that the importance this work has assumed in contemporary literature is such that adults 
should now be able to read it". The book was classified as "Indecent in the hands of persons 
under the age of 18 years" (ITP 71-281). This classification has not been revisited since. The 
novel has now been submitted for reconsideration of that classification because of the time that 
has elapsed and the subsequent change in societal norms and attitudes since the original decision. 

The publication contains extensive descriptions to do with sex and violence, most of which are 
degrading and demeaning. There are also incidents of dmg use. The narrative is grim, capturing 
human despair and lack of hope. None of the stronger material is promoted or encouraged but 
there is a need for a reader to have some worldliness, some sophistication in thinking, to grapple 
with the dark and seedy world that Selby describes so articulately. Readers need to see beyond 
the sexual incidents, the violence and highly offensive language, and have some ability to make 
sense of the authorial intent and the historical setting. In considering this, the Classification 
Office takes note of the previous classifications, the time that has passed since the book was 
published, its merit in literary history, and the modem sociological context in which readers of 
today are immersed. The book's content is likely to injure children and younger teenagers who 
are still developing the concepts, knowledge and maturity needed to make sense of the material, 
particularly given the lack of resolve and hope that surrounds the characters. Older teenagers will 
be better equipped to recognise and understand the alienation from societal norms and the issues 
of power that the text describes so well. 

Despite the publication's inherent cultural and artistic merit, the case for a restricted classification 
still has strength. When all considerations are weighed against the protections afforded by New 
Zealand Bill Of Rights Act 1990, the likely harms justify restriction. The publication is therefore 
classified as restricted to those who have attained the age of 16. 



